The value of neonatal autopsy.
Neonatal autopsy rates were in decline internationally at the end of the last century. Our objective was to assess the current value of neonatal autopsy in providing additional information to families and healthcare professionals. We conducted a review of neonatal autopsies performed in a tertiary perinatal centre over an 11-year period. Primary outcomes measured were the annual neonatal autopsy rates and concordance rates between clinical and autopsy diagnoses of the primary cause of death. Secondary outcomes were the clinical, genetic and audit value of the examinations. Findings were used to inform the consent process, and the effect this had on institutional post-mortem rates was assessed over the subsequent 5-year period. There was a marked decline in the annual neonatal autopsy rate from 73% in 1994 to 48% in 2004. 164 cases met the inclusion criteria for review. Complete concordance for cause of death was reached in 91% of cases. Previously unsuspected or unconfirmed clinical conditions, other than the primary cause of death, were uncovered at autopsy in 85 cases. Detailed information on inheritable conditions was obtained in 45 cases. Findings with perceived 'audit value' for clinical practice were identified in 29 cases. The dissemination of this information to staff and families contributed to the stabilisation of the consent rate in the following 5-year period. Neonatal autopsy remains a valuable diagnostic tool as it provides critical clinical and audit information for healthcare professionals and families.